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Printed Edition Review:
Joseph Haydn: String Quartet in D minor, Op. 103—completed as a four-movement
work by William Drabkin. London: Music Haven Ltd., 2013.

ISBN: 978-

0993006821.
by Anthony Martin
New Esterházy Quartet

Note: William Drabkin's article "A Finale for Haydn's Last String Quartet" regarding
his edition and completion of this work appeared in the Fall 2012 issue (2.2) of this
journal.
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The “Op. 103 Problem”
In March, 2014, the New Esterházy Quartet performed William Drabkin’s completion of
Haydn’s Op. 103 four times in the San Francisco Bay Area. (Two brief recorded excerpts
are included on the Journal's web site.) Based on these American première
performances of the entire four-movement work, we offer the following observations
and comments.
The score and parts are legibly laid out in A4 size, with measure numbers at the left
margin, useful cues, and page turns intelligently located. There is no unnecessary clutter
of reference numbers, asterisks, footnotes, etc., to distract the performers. Bowings byand-large are characteristic of Haydn, so that the occasional exception stands out, such
as the slurred pair of eighth notes at the end of bar 182 in the Finale. Such a “correction”
bowing would more likely have been supplied by the performer automatically à la
craquer rather than notated or played slurred. The rarity of fingerings is also
characteristic of eighteenth-century sources for Haydn’s quartets. In one instance (bar
89 of the first movement) the fingering specifies open string color to celebrate a
dominant pedal, in others (bars 53, 54, & 59 also in the first movement) fingerings are
offered as an aid to the first violinist in a particularly gnarly passage.
The "Foreword" contains a summary of the history of Op. 103 and transcriptions of
some of the sketches that presumably belong to the unwritten first movement. Professor
Drabkin also discusses his own thoughts and procedures that he used to create the outer
movements. The first incorporates a half-dozen bars from Haydn’s sketches and the last
uses a contemporary contrapuntal theme by Rodolphe Kreutzer and the fragment of Der
Greis that Haydn himself had appended to the first publication of Op. 103. The
reproduction here of this famous greeting card is surprisingly poor—perhaps in the
Breitkopf & Härtel first edition it was also too gray, out-of-focus, over-cropped, and
slightly skewed. A chronological series of quotations from Griesinger’s letters to B&H
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about the work appears here to be out of chronological order, although that may be due
to the misprint of a date rather than a transposition of the excerpt.
Editorially the second and third movements, completed by Haydn, present us with some
problems. In his "Foreword" Drabkin disclaims a “new evaluation of the sources” for
these movements but nevertheless “attempt[s] to reconcile inconsistencies within and
between the privately owned autograph score and the first edition of the parts.”
Furthermore, “additional articulation marks have been supplied where necessary.” It is
hard to imagine that these interventions do not result from a new evaluation, and harder
yet to make decisions in cases where this new edition differs from the Doblinger and the
Henle editions we have previously used. For instance, the forzandi that occur in bars 1617 recur in bars 86-7. In both spots in the previous editions they are on the second half
of the first beat. Here in just the first occurrence (but not the second) they are on the
downbeat instead. Such an inconsistency undermines confidence in other readings of
this edition. The reduction of “Haydn’s apparently interchangeable use of three different
symbols for accents” to the single fz is understandable if we are certain that they are
interchangeable—but how can we be certain? Along the same lines “the distinction
between staccato wedges and dots has been retained” even though it is far from clear
how this distinction ought to be realized in performance, or even whether such a
distinction was universally recognized in the eighteenth century. Variability among
printed editions and difficulties distinguishing dots from strokes in manuscript copies
make the entire issue of dots vs. strokes fraught with uncertainty.
No such difficulties can be found in the music written by Professor Drabkin to complete
the work. One could argue endlessly if not unfruitfully about whether this or that would
or could have been written by Haydn. Such a Gordian knot is cut simply by
acknowledging that they weren’t, but instead they were written over two hundred years
later by another man, albeit one with a deep knowledge of Haydn’s style and creations.
Drabkin notes the dilemma in an article on his finale in this Journal (Vol. 2.2): “On the
one hand, any compositional procedures that Haydn had himself not previously used
could not be described as Haydn’s; on the other hand, a movement devoid of such
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procedures would have lacked the originality that we commonly regard as essential to
each of his quartets.” The same could be said of the construction of passagework or
voicing of chords. There are passages and sonorities here and there that we find
uncharacteristic of Haydn. Because they were not written by Haydn, and we cannot say
conclusively that Haydn would not have written them thus, we simply have to accept
them as part of the hybrid work that Drabkin has provided us.
One point that must be mentioned, however, is the “name that tune” game which
performers and listeners inevitably play when hearing an unfamiliar work for the first
time. Professor Drabkin himself acknowledges his use of characteristic procedures from
earlier Haydn quartets that can easily elicit the shock of recognition. And he also
concedes a debt to Beethoven’s Op. 95 finale, which is immediately apparent. But most
jarring is the unexpected and unmistakable appearance of Mendelssohn’s Octet from
1826 in the dozen bars following bar 212 of the finale. This might be a sly in-joke that
seeks to extend Haydn’s influence and precedence beyond the beginning of the
nineteenth century.
The question for us remains not so much how Op. 103 has been completed as why. We
know that Haydn would have written a four-movement quartet, and we can be just as
certain it would not have been this four-movement quartet—“My completion is merely
one possibility among many” (from Drabkin’s "Foreword"). Haydn allowed to be
published the two quartets of Op. 77. This pair could be considered an incomplete set,
short of the normal three or six. Likewise with Op. 103 he allowed to be published a pair
of movements, two shy of the normal set of four. We have not felt that Op. 77 presents a
problem, because we are accustomed to considering these quartets as complete in
themselves, even though as a set they constitute a fragment. The fragment that makes
up Op. 103, however, is referred to as a problem at the website of Drabkin’s publisher
Music Haven Ltd.: “This four-movement edition should be of interest to both
professional string quartets and talented amateur quartets who seek a solution to the
problem

of

programming

Haydn's

final

quartet

masterpiece”

(http://www.musichaven.co.uk/Haydn-String-Quartet-Op.103.html). Op. 103 is also
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branded a problem in the first chapter heading of Drabkin’s article in this Journal about
his proposed finale (see Vol. 2.2).
What is the problem? It appears that Op. 103 as published in 1803 does not conform to
the norms of the string quartet as it was known up until that time, both in terms of the
number of movements and their tonal cohesion. In the century following Haydn’s
publication of Op. 103 both these norms, and many others of Classical form and
procedure, were to be broken. That century and its music are identified as Romantic.
The word Roman lurking within the word Romantic is a clue to the solution of the “Op.
103 problem.” In an era that valued balance, completeness, and inner cohesion, the
fragments of the Classical past, its ruined architecture and disconnected pieces of
sculpture, were regarded as emblematic of a fallen state, as warnings of the destruction
that awaits all of man’s creations. A complete and balanced work of art was the
antithesis of the horror of death and decay.
Among the origins of Romanticism was the acceptance by artists, thinkers, and
gradually the public of the decayed fragments of the past as worthy in themselves rather
than as mere reminders of what they once had been. They lent themselves to thoughts of
the sublime, of growth and striving as well as of dissolution, and also of an unknowable
past, in which what is missing or incomplete is part of the expressive value of the work
rather than an imperfection.
Consider the following image:
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Figure 1. Winged Victory of Samothrace, Louvre Museum, Paris. Photoshop
reconstruction by Stogie.
Already in the 19th century a missing wing and breast had been created by artisans in the
Louvre, and here with a little help from Photoshop a further completion of the Nike of
Samothrace has been effected. By its imperfections this completion diminishes the value
and worth of the original, deconstructed work of art that was excavated in Greece in
1863. Professor Drabkin’s completion of Op. 103 is certainly more convincing and
integral than this completion of the Winged Victory, yet it threatens to reduce Haydn’s
extraordinarily prophetic Romantic fragment to a normal Classical quartet.
Had Haydn’s powers of composition remained with him until his death in 1809 he
surely would have completed this quartet, the other three of the set for Lobkowitz, the
viola quintets promised to Fries, perhaps an oratorio on The Last Judgment, and who
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knows what other masterpieces. It is common to lament Purcell, Mozart, Arriaga,
Schubert, all those with whose early deaths “the art of music interred a rich possession,
but yet far fairer hopes.” On the basis of what he finished yet did not complete we are
left to dream of what might have come next from Haydn’s inexhaustible imagination.
For those whose sensibilities demand that a mature Haydn quartet have four
movements, Professor Drabkin has provided a cogent solution. We can hope that others,
too, will apply themselves with equal ingenuity and zeal to the “Op. 103 problem.”
Regardless, we will continue to perform the work as Haydn himself gave it to us.

The New Esterházy Quartet: Kati Kyme and Lisa Weiss, violins, Anthony Martin,
viola, William Skeen, cello (Barbara Butkus Photography).

